
Incorporating Active Learning Strategies

What is Active Learning?

• Bonwell and Eison (1991) argue that it is difficult to identify the origin of active 
learning. They also note that the concept is equally challenging to define. Based on an 
analysis of characteristics associated with promoting more active learning, they offer a 
definition that has become one of the most frequently cited.

• They proposed that “in the context of the college classroom, active learning be defined 
as anything that involves students in doing things and thinking about the things they 
are doing” (Bonwell & Eison, 1991, p. 2).

• This broad definition allows for a range of techniques and strategies to be classified as 
active learning. It reminds us that what is important is to engage students and get 
them involved in the learning process.

Selected Recent Research

• Goldberg and Ingram (2011) conducted a study involving college students enrolled in 
an introductory biology class. They found that using mini-lectures coupled with 
activities during the lecture portion of the class increased mean exam scores over 
previous semesters. Additionally, they found that students responded most positively 
to activities that required research and creativity.

• Campisi and Finn (2011) conducted a study with undergraduate students enrolled in a 
research methods course. They found that by integrating collaborative active learning 
activities into the course students demonstrated greater retention of information. 
Students also reported higher levels of confidence in their learning of key course 
concepts and ideas.

• Weir and Baranowski (2011) advocated the use of the computer game CIVILIZATION 
to teach history and international relations. They argued that it provided a way for 
students to engage and get active with complex concepts. They further noted that the 
game allows students to actually experience the tense situations and negotiations that 
sometimes occur between countries on the world stage.
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Making Lectures Active

• Structured or fill-in-the-blanks notes can help students stay active during a lecture and 
provide them with a way to organize and make sense of new content and information. 
Svinicki (2004) notes that this method can help students properly organize information 
which is crucial for encoding and long-term retention. 

• Svinicki and McKeachie (2011) state that providing notes which give students a 
general overview and directing them to add detail during a lecture is what is “most 
consistent with learning and motivation research” (p. 70).

• The University of Minnesota Center for Teaching and Learning (2008) suggests the 
use of the “note check” activity. With this activity instructors stop lecturing periodically 
and ask students to compare their notes with a nearby classmate. Students can then 
fill in blanks or capture information that they may have missed.

• Both structured notes and the note check activity reinforce to students the importance 
of note taking to the learning process. Svinicki and McKeachie (2011) point out that 
several studies have found that when students take notes they are better able to retain 
information and often perform better on tests and assessments.

• Asking questions is also a powerful way to engage students in a lecture. Instructors 
can do this in a variety of ways. One common way is to ask a question and solicit 
volunteers to respond or to call on specific students.

• Svinicki and McKeachie (2011) recommend that faculty strive to ask the types of 
questions that lead to deeper learning and understanding of material. These types of 
questions ask students to apply or interpret concepts, to solve problems, or to 
evaluate or judge a case or situation. The popular Kagan Collaborative Learning 
system often refers to these types of questions as “thinking questions.”

• Other alternatives involve using the popular think-pair-share or write-pair share 
techniques. Using these techniques instructors pose a question to students, ask them 
to either think about a response or spend a few minutes writing a response, and then 
ask students to find a partner and share their responses with one another.

• Clickers have also become a very popular way to make lectures more interactive and 
to assess student learning. Caldwell (2007) notes that clickers, or audience response 
systems, “offer a powerful and flexible tool for teaching” (p. 19). Clickers allow 
instructors to ask questions during lectures and get immediate feedback from students 
about their perceptions and degree of understanding.

2



• Clickers can be both costly and time-consuming to deploy. One less expensive 
alternative is to give students slips of colored paper and ask them to hold up specific 
colors that correspond with various answer choices.

Making Groups Work

• Group work is an incredibly popular form of active learning. Instructors often ask 
students to participate in groups for both short in-class activities as well as longer and 
more complex out-of-class assignments. Schullery and Schullery (2006) point out that 
the ability to work in groups is a requirement to participate in today’s workforce. Thus, 
it is important for students to learn this vital skill while in college.

• There are several best practices that instructors can employ in order to ensure 
success with collaborative learning activities and to make groups work.

• Millis (2002) suggests that groups should remain small. She suggests that four is the 
ideal number for group work. It is large enough to allow for diversity among 
participants but small enough that students do not have the ability to hide.

• There is considerable literature on the topic of how to assemble groups. However, 
there is much disagreement on this topic. Schullery and Schullery (2006) conducted a 
study with college students enrolled in a sophomore-level business communications 
course. They found that students can benefit from heterogeneous as well as 
homogenous groups. Each has advantages as well as disadvantages.

• Millis (2002) disagrees and notes that “teacher-selected heterogeneous groups 
function better than randomly selected or student selected groups” (p. 5).

• Millis (2002) suggests that group cohesiveness is key for long-term or high-stakes 
projects. She adds that groups should have time to get to know one another. This 
allows them to form bonds and grow comfortable with one another. 

• Schullery and Gibson (2001) point out that students, especially lower-division college 
students, are often not ill prepared to participate in group work. They suggest that 
faculty spend time teaching and discussing the process of participating in group work. 
This may involve sharing best practices or providing a clear set of directions for the 
process that the group should follow.

• Millis (2002) recommends that instructors hold students accountable for their work 
within their groups. This can be accomplished in a variety of ways. Groups can be 
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instructed to assign specific roles or tasks to each group member. Instructors can also 
ask students to provide evaluation or feedback on their fellow group members.

Playing Games

• Gasser (2011) points out that brain-based learning research supports the notion that 
games are good for learning. He argues that the brain is not good at learning or 
remember when it is “devoid of joy” (p. 113).

• Marzano and Pickering (2011) argue that games are great for use in the classroom as 
long as they keep an academic focus. They note that games have the potential to 
“trigger and maintain situational interest” (p. 57).

• They suggest that “inconsequential competition” can also help to generate student 
interest (p. 59). Students can compete individually or in groups for small prizes, 
certificates, or minor extra credit points.

Solo Active Learning

• Instructors should keep in mind that active learning does not have to be collaborative. 
While collaborative learning has many benefits, there are also disadvantages and 
challenges associated with it.

• Students may be shy or reluctant to work in groups due to high levels of 
communication apprehension. McCroskey (1986) defines communication 
apprehension as “an individual’s level of fear or anxiety associated with either real or 
anticipated communication with another person or persons” (McCroskey, 1986, p. 24).

• Dobos (1996) found that students with high levels of communication apprehension are 
less motivated to participate in active learning activities. In her study, 96 college 
students were put into cooperative learning groups of four to six and asked to 
complete various tasks. Students who had higher levels of small group apprehension 
participated less in the group activity and were also less satisfied with it.

• Williams (2000) conducted a study with college students enrolled in a freshman 
physics course. She found that students with high levels of communication 
apprehension memorized concepts at the same rate as students with lower levels. 
However, she discovered that students with high levels of communication 
apprehension were less likely to be able to apply these concepts to the real world.
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• Smith and Cardaciotto (2011) conducted a study involving students enrolled in a 
university-level introductory psychology course. They found that students enrolled in a 
course employing primarily collaborative active learning activities reported lower levels 
of course enjoyment than students enrolled in a course employing primarily passive 
learning activities and individual active learning activities.
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